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               DIARY OF THE LAST MAN

            

            
               1. Prophecy 

               
                         Perhaps

                  I am the last man.

                  Perhaps I deserve to be.

                  So in this driftwood church

                  I hum my hymn of sand.

                         Yet any god

                  would be welcome here.

                         Any god at all.

               

               2. Snipe 

               
                  Come out of the frozen cress.

                  Two of them, two lines of barbed wire

                  across the sky, two voices

                  with snapped-off vowels, electrical and mad.

                  Such sneerers, snipe, sulky that I could come

                  so close to their ruined aristocracy,

                  rank in its rags. But if I called

                  I know they would turn back. 

               

               3. Slugs 

               
                  I awoke in the dark.

                  Perhaps I was delirious, but I had dreamed

                  all the sunflowers were eaten

                  by enormous mouths. A hundred, I’d say,

                  gone overnight, and the seeds hardly split.

                  Yes, I am coming to realise

                  that the only horrors

                  are in my head.

               

               4. Oyster Shells 

               
                  Sleet off the sea

                  blinds the right eye.

                  Under my boots these faces

                  of old men at their gruel,

                  their blue craniums.

                  Meanwhile the wind is blowing everything backwards

                  and flaying the duneskins into the sky.

               

               5. The Nettle Picker


               
                  The next day my fingers throb

                  pale and purple, the poisoned nerves

                  at least alive. I took the crowns

                  with the pollen on them through a mist of webs.

                  Now, here’s a black tonic I stir from a half-remembered spell. 

               

               6. Anglers


               
                  How tedious were the fishermen.

                  Always the same enticement:

                  log on, log on, the wonders await.

                  But I prefer the midnight swell

                  and the moon that dips its sickle in the surf.

               

               7. Nocturne


               
                  The clouds flaked with gold leaf,

                  the sea burning. And I wonder

                  why I am writing this down,

                  knowing what I know, dreading what I dread.

                  Perhaps I should call a truce with myself.

               

               8. The New World


               
                  This castaway’s life? I curse it:

                  scoffing scurvygrass, burying my scat.

                  I thought when the smoke cleared

                  there would be a different world.

                  But though my driftwood fires

                  are blue as Sirius

                  each brings a new apostasy. 

               

               9. How it goes


               
                  Evolution theory suggested we

                  were once the colour of the sea.

                  But now we match, it’s true,

                  ash from a disposable barbecue.

               

               10. Moraine


               
                  A barricade the sea

                  builds against itself. There’s coal in it,

                  and coral, flints and flinders,

                  but when I stoop

                  I stoop for a child’s shoe, still laced.

               

               11. The Future


               
                  Not a soul now,

                  not a sound.

                  If it’s true I am the only one

                  then I might move inland,

                  find a mansion, dine at

                  the Duke of Westminster’s teak table,

                  lick the paint from his last Lorrain. 

               

               12. Plastic


               
                  White and mauve as a marble Christ.

                  Here’s another god who wanders the world,

                  its rhizome in the rabbit-hole, its hosanna in the wind.

               

               13. Home


               
                  But until I know

                  what the world wants of me

                  I will stay here, the moon

                  curved like the conger’s tusks,

                  these waves, dark as marrowbone,

                  breaking where I know they’ll break,

                  stopping where I say.

               

               14. Summer


               
                        I look round:

                  here’s honeysuckle’s hooks and sickles.

                  Meanwhile, the yellowhammer

                  – little goldsmith of the gorse –

                        has arrived.

               

               
                  So, summer’s come.

                  Time to go, I say to myself.

                  It’s what my blood believes. 

               

               15. London Eye


               
                  I come down Regent Street and there’s nobody here.

                         No,

                                no-one here.

                                                     Nobody.

                                                                   The only soul my own.

               

               
                  In the Travellers’ Club, room after room of maps

                  and portraits, empty leather chairs.

               

               
                  This is where the world’s wanderers brought their stories,

                  and behind glass are the explorers’ diaries,

               

               
                  blotched by Cherrapunji rain,

                  pages thick with desert dust.

               

               
                  And such deserts:

                  Saharan, Sonoran, the thirsty Thar.

               

               
                  Then I picture the caribou-skinned aristocrats,

                  knocking their pipes out on Greenland’s lava.

               

               
                  This is where the idea of Africa

                  was first conceived.

               

               
                  Though none have seen what I have seen

                  who is left to read what I must write?

               

               
                  I sit in the travellers’ armchair

                  and sip the travellers’ gin.

               

               
                  Yes, today might be the day

                  when all the great astonishments must cease. 

               

               16. Nostalgia


               
                  The door to 10, Downing Street

                  is open. In I walk.

               

               
                  The Prime Minister’s computer

                  has a gold screen.

                  Its password will be his name spelled backwards.

               

               
                  And here they are, the cover-ups, the scandals,

                  advice on how to smile, how to apologise.

                  All the meaningless secrets.

               

               
                  And suddenly the tears are running down my face.

                  Those were the days, I say to myself.

                  Those were the great days, the last of our lives.

               

               17. High Life


               
                  I miss the rocks, their ristras

                  of wrack and the pools where the old

                  connivings recommence

                  on every tide,

                                    the beach at night

                  with an August moon the colour of coralweed.

               

               
                  Yes, yes. This and that. That and this.

                  But for now in my suite at the Ritz

                  it must be the grand cru, always the grand. 

               

               18. At The Grand Pavilion, Brighton


               
                  How calm the dead

                            in fancy dress.

                  Not a look of unease,

                            not a sign of distress.

               

               
                  In The Lanes they loll

                  with mysterious smiles:

                            all the young bloods

                  in their Regency duds

                  beatified.

                            Terrors twinkled away

                  like froth on a last latte.

               

               
                  But now the party’s over they seem relieved,

                  as if life had been an interruption

                  in some enormous dream.

               

               
                  Dream easy, I say, to the serene faces,

                  that become each day, I swear,

                  more beautiful. 

               

               19. Cross Country


               
                  Yes, this is England, its leas

                  and leats, its lotteries,

                  the barley lying flat

                  behind the Turkish laundromat,

                  and swifts’ black fire

                  over razorwire.

               

               
                  A military state

                  through a kissing gate:

                  such digital riches

                  but no poets or witches.

                  Just keep off the grass

                  says Securitas.

               

               
                  I come over all mardy

                  in Chorlton-cum-Hardy,

                  friendless, forlorn

                  around Sittingbourne,

                  leery in Leicester

                  and cheesed off in Chester,

                  so fazed out in Frome

                  that I start to walk home. 

               

               20. And the morning after…


               
                  Look at the purple laver:

                  silk stockings and an evening gown draped over a rock.

                  Someone had a good time last night.

               

               21. Isopod


               
                  Gravely we file

                  through limestone’s presbyteries.

                  Then at 12 o’ clock the tide opens its tavern door.

               

               22. Pontlotyn


               
                  I had relatives here once, a fossil

                  family, the carboniferous limestone

                  built into our blood.

               

               
                  We were the cuneiform children

                  cut into the coal,

                  scholars who wrote with mattock, maul.

               

               
                  Before that we were

                  tree orchids, then creatures

                  that crept through a tropical sea

                  to be kept as curios

                  in museum-like front rooms.

                  No, I think, no, I cannot go back.

                  The damage runs too deep. 

               

               23. Sandwort


               
                  It was the sea

                  made them modest.

                  And how their thirst

                  thrives.

               

               
                                There’s a hill behind us

                  where corals are kept in cabinets of somnambulistic fire.

                  All the dead are delivered there,

                  their algorithms now dust.

               

               
                  Such energy it takes

                  to make them luminous,

                  these sandwort flowers

                  whiter than thistlemilk

                  or the cuttlefish moon.

               

               
                  It was the sea

                  made them modest,

                  as here they wait

                  lit low on the last of the land.

               

               
                  But here. Always here. A fact

                  I note as I drag myself out of the waves

                  towards their atoll fringe.

                  Alive, I hear a cry go up:

                  this one’s still alive.
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